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PLURILINGUALISM AT RISK. 
THE ITALIAN CASE
“Multilingualism is part and parcel of  both European
identity/citizenship and the learning society” (European
Commission, 1995: 67).
W
ithin the European context, both in the Europe of  the
28 countries and in the Europe of  the 47 countries
(Council of  Europe), language education plays a signifi-
cant role for individuals and for societies as a whole. This was
already evident in the EU White Paper Towards the learning soci-
ety, published in 1995. 
Ever since the publication of  the White Paper, language educa-
tion has had several purposes: 
• Proficiency in more than one language is a prerequisite if
citizens of  the European Union want to take advantage of
the occupational opportunities open to them in a border-
free market. However, on a global market language profi-
ciency is not enough without the ability to adapt to working
and living environments characterized by differences in
terms of  languages and cultures. 
• Proficiency in more than one language facilitates “interper-
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sonal, academic and social communication, expands intel-
lectual horizons, and encourages appreciation and tolerance
for different cultures” (Burbules & Torres 2000: 21) and this
is especially vital in an age of  globalization and internation-
alization.
• Languages have always been the key to getting in touch
with and understanding other people. Language proficiency
helps to build up the feeling of  belonging to a Europe
which is characterized by cultural and linguistic diversity.
• Early language learning is an important factor in doing well
at school.
In this contribution we will focus on the Italian situation and
examine how the European guidelines have been applied to a
context which has been the object of  numerous reforms over
the years.
The development of  effective skills in the language of  instruc-
tion are essential for successful learning across the whole cur-
riculum.
The language of  instruction in Italian schools is Italian, the
national language which is also the mother tongue of  the
majority of  students in Italian schools. However, 8.4% of  the
students in Italy have a different mother tongue (Alunni... 2013).
Within the wider concept of  plurilingualism and respect for lin-
guistic diversity, the Indicazioni Nazionali per il curricolo della scuola
dell’infanzia del primo ciclo di istruzione (Decreto Ministeriale 2012)
- henceforth “National Guidelines 2012” - have attempted to
address the needs of  these learners with regard to competence
in the language of  instruction. The National Guidelines 2012
make it clear that plurilingual competences require the devel-
opment of  skills in different languages, i.e. the English language
and a second foreign language, along with the learner’s mother
tongue and the language of  instruction (1). 
The National Guidelines are now being implemented and
school curricula are being redefined with reference to them. At
the beginning of  the present school year (2013-2014) the
Minister of  Education launched a program of  teacher training
to help schools with the implementation of  the new guidelines
(http://www.indicazioninazionali.it/J/).
Foreign language learning was first introduced in Italian prima-
ry schools in 1977. The Italian Ministry of  Education launched
the ILSSE project (Insegnamento della Lingua Straniera nella Scuola






elementare, foreign language teaching in primary schools), which
ended in 1985 when a first reform of  foreign language teaching
in primary school was started. That reform introduced compul-
sory language teaching in all Italian schools following a model
which the ILSSE project had developed. Its main features were:
• various foreign languages could be offered by the school, namely
English, French, German, Spanish;
• learning aims and objectives were: developing the learner’s cogni-
tive skills; giving learners an instrument of  communication with
other people; starting to learn about other cultures;
• methodology: the sequence comprehension-production was sug-
gested; the oral aspect is predominant and written production is
introduced only at the end of  primary school; the focus is on
teaching and learning a wide range of  vocabulary;
• organizational issues: three periods per week which had to be dis-
tributed over different days; foreign language teaching started in
the second form (age 7); two categories of  teachers were possible,
i.e. the class teacher who was also in charge of  foreign language
teaching in his/her class and a specialized foreign language
teacher who was only responsible for foreign language teaching to
different classes.
This short presentation gives us an idea of  the innovations of
the project: 
a) the concept of  global language education and the implica-
tion that an initial approach to foreign language learning
must take into account the gradual process of  children’s
development; 
b) the idea that communicative competence is only one goal
alongside general cognitive development and fostering chil-
dren’s understanding of  other cultures.
Among the issues which were to be tackled there was the need
to train a great numbers of  teachers with limited linguistic
competences and to train them in new methodological
approaches, which encouraged the development of  teacher
training courses and models over many years.
Much effort was made so as to promote language learning in
primary education. But a political change was to occur in the
country which also implied a drastic change in linguistic poli-
cies. In the years 2001-2006 a school reform started to change
the Italian school system from its roots. It was inspired by the
famous slogan of  the three I’s - “informatica” (Information tech-
nology), “inglese” (English) and “impresa” (business) - and was
named after Ms. Moratti, the Italian Minister of  Education at











the time. The school reform, which officially began in 2003,
introduced major changes in the Italian school system. As to
language teaching, the most important decisions were the fol-
lowing:
• foreign language learning becomes mandatory in elemen-
tary education starting from the first year of  primary school
with one period per week in the first form, two periods in
the second form and three periods per week in the next
three years;
• English is the only official foreign language in all primary
schools;
• English is taught by the teacher of  the class with a B1 level
certificate of  English; if  not, the teacher has to follow a
training course with both face-to-face and online lessons.
The course is intended to give primary school teachers the
level of  language proficiency which is required by law to
teach pupils in primary schools;
• methodology: the Guidelines suggest “sensitizing the pupil
to the use of  the English language”, i.e. they do not intend
to enhance the formal learning of  the language; they insist
on the development of  oral reception, interaction and pro-
duction skills; what is recommended is the use of  activities
to enhance motivation (e.g. games). An interesting aspect is
the suggestion to use English language learning in primary
schools as a way to build a “language-friendly learning
environment” and not as an aim in itself. 
• expected competence levels: the levels of  the Common
European Framework are included in Decree 226/2005
and for primary schools, after a total time of  396 hours of
English in five years, the expected competence level is A1. 
It is clear that a totally new era was starting for foreign lan-
guage teaching in primary education. The development of  lan-
guage education – language skills are cross-curricular and can-
not be confined to language teaching only – which was in the
ILSSE project, has disappeared.
In November 2013 a decree was passed which would introduce
English language teaching in pre-primary schools. The decision
was made in order to promote plurilingualism in the Italian
educational system (2). 
As in primary education, the teaching of  foreign languages in
higher levels of  schooling has also been the target of  important
changes throughout the years. 






In 1979 only one foreign language was compulsory in middle
schools (students aged 11-14). The languages which could be
chosen were German, English, French and Spanish. The
methodology which was in use implied activities on “language
use” and the “integration” between foreign language teaching
and mother tongue teaching, i.e. “the concrete use of  the lan-
guage in contextualized situations and not just the teaching of
formal grammatical schemes. The use of  the language in com-
municative contexts goes hand in hand with a thorough reflec-
tion on the morpho-syntactic, semantic and communicative
aspects of  the language […] The linguistic analysis of  different
languages requires the use of  a common terminology between
the Italian mother tongue teacher and the teacher of  the for-
eign language” (National Guidelines 1979, my translation). Once
again the notion of  language education figures in an official
text. 
It was in 1999 with the experimental project known as “Progetto
lingue 2000” that a second foreign language started to be taught
in lower secondary schools (cf. Circolare Ministeriale 1998).
The project was developed from 1999 to 2003 and completely
changed the paradigm of  language learning and teaching in
Italy.  According to the project, teachers were encouraged to
develop speaking and listening skills and to evaluate and assess
their students’ competences using external certification. This
project opened up the opportunity for more teacher training
across the country. The most interesting innovations were:
• students could be grouped together according to their level
of  proficiency in one language and groups were made of  15
students at most; 
• teaching was organised in a modular way, which implied
reorganizing the school timetable so as to concentrate time
in teaching modules of  20-30 hours;
• oral skills were predominant;
• the use of  ICTs in foreign language teaching and learning
was encouraged;
• a massive plan of  language teacher training was launched.
Of  all this very little survives in the school reform of  2003. The
second language becomes mandatory (with 66 hours/year) and
English is the first foreign language compulsory for all students
throughout the country (with 99 hours/year). All this was
accompanied by a massive press campaign, promoted by the
Ministry of  Education and based on the assumptions that:
a) if  you want to learn a language you have to learn it for a










long time (English is now taught in all schools and studied by
all Italian students from the age of  6 to the age of  19);
b) there is only one language which is really necessary in a
globalized world and that is English. 
In Italy, the Upper Secondary School system includes the Liceo
(academic high schools) and the vocational training schools.
The Liceo system lasts five years and includes eight different
types of  schools. The Reform for the Liceo system was
approved on 4 February 2010. Press campaigns and official
statements insisted on a greater presence of  foreign languages
in Italian schools. But the reality soon proved to be different.
All Liceo schools have to teach “a foreign language and cul-
ture”. It is true there is no specific reference to English which
might mean each student is free to choose the foreign language
he/she wants. But in reality, in all Liceo schools only one for-
eign language is mandatory and English is chosen by the vast
majority of  students – official declarations did not encourage
different choices (3). The “Liceo Linguistico” is the only one in
which students can learn three foreign languages for five years.
As to the “Liceo delle Scienze Umane” it includes a second foreign
language in the economic pathway. A second foreign language
is not to be taught in any of  the other “Liceo” schools and if
we examine the situation in detail we will see that even if
English is now learnt in the great majority of  upper secondary
schools, the time allocated to English in the core curriculum
has been reduced. 
In all technical schools English is learnt for five years and 99
hours/year. There is a second foreign language in the core cur-
riculum in some pathways (management, accountancy, market-
ing). In the tourism pathway there is also a third language
which is mandatory during the last three years.
As to vocational training schools, a second foreign language fig-
ures in the core curriculum of  some pathways only (social ser-
vices, business services, and a few others). 
What is generally valid in all upper secondary schools is an
important reduction in the amount of  allocated time within the
core curriculum for foreign language learning. 
As to teaching processes and methodology, Italian education
authorities refer to the Common European Framework in the official
guidelines establishing minimum levels of  attainment for for-
eign languages that correspond to the proficiency levels defined










and described in the CEFR. The required competence levels in
Italian schools are given below:
TYPE OF SCHOOL LEVEL TOTAL NUMBER OF HOURS EXPECTED
COMPETENCE
primary school 396 - English A1
lower secondary school 297 - English A2
198 - second
foreign language A1
upper secondary school 330 - English B2
(with the exception 330 - second F.L. B1
of  the Liceo Linguistico)
upper secondary school 
(Liceo Linguistico) 528 - English B2 / C1
660 - second F.L. B2
528 - third F.L. B1
Before the reform of  secondary education, CLIL developed, in
Italy, as a bottom-up process: teachers all around the country and
in all types of  schools had implemented CLIL in different ways
also thanks to regional or local training projects. With the reform,
a top-down process has started. All students in the last year of
upper secondary education are obliged to learn one non-language
subject through a foreign language. In the Liceo Linguistico (the lan-
guage pathway) CLIL in a foreign language begins in the third
year and CLIL in a different foreign language in the fourth year. 
The CLIL teacher in Italy is a non-language teacher. The new
regulations on initial teacher training (Decreto 10.09.2010, nr 249)
establish that the CLIL teacher (art. 14) has a language compe-
tence of  level C1 and is ready to follow a post-graduate course of
around 1,500 hours including 300 hours training. For the time
being, the main issue is the scarcity of  non-language teachers with
the required C1 level language competence. As a temporary mea-
sure, it has recently been decided to activate language courses for
non-language teachers who have a level B1 so as to let them
achieve level B2. 








The most widely learnt foreign language in Italy is French both in
lower secondary education (72.3%) and in pre-vocational/voca-
tional and general upper secondary education (26.7%). Spanish
comes next (18.8%) in lower secondary education but not in pre-
vocational/vocational and general upper secondary education
(5.8%), where German is more widely learnt (7.3%). German
holds the position of  the third most learnt language in lower sec-
ondary education (8.7%). 
In the Italian school system only the English language is manda-
tory throughout the years of  compulsory education. All pupils
enrolled in primary education learn English. In lower secondary
education more than 80% of  students learn two foreign lan-
guages. In general upper secondary education less than 30% of
students learn two or more foreign languages. The percentage is
higher in pre-vocational and vocational upper secondary educa-
tion (Eurydice/Eurostat 2012). 
If  we take into account the European Parliament resolution of  24
March 2009 on Multilingualism: an asset for Europe and a shared com-
mitment which
“(i) considers that Europe’s linguistic diversity constitutes a major
cultural asset and it would be wrong for the European Union to
restrict itself  to a single main language”; and
(ii) “emphasizes the vital need to provide special attention and
support at school to pupils who cannot be educated in their moth-
er tongue, and warmly welcomes the Commission proposal to
promote ‘mother tongue plus two’ in education” (4),
In a word, if  we consider these two declarations, it is clear that
Italy is far behind: plurilingualism in the Italian education system
is seriously at risk.
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(1) "l'apprendimento della lingua inglese e di una seconda lingua comunitaria, oltre alla lin-
gua materna e di scolarizzazione, permette all'alunno di sviluppare una competenza plurilingue e pluri-
culturale e di acquisire i primi strumenti utili ad esercitare la cittadinanza attiva nel contesto in cui vive,
anche oltre i confini del territorio nazionale”, Decreto Ministeriale 16.11.2012 nr 254/2012, p. 9.
(2) The text which was approved introduced the promotion of  plurilingualism through
English language teaching (“promuovendo il plurilinguismo attraverso l’acquisizione dei primi elementi
della lingua inglese”), cf. legge 128/2013 recante: “Misure urgenti in materia di istruzione, università e
ricerca” (13A09118) (Gazzetta Ufficiale, Serie Generale n. 264 del 11-11-2013).
(3)  At the time, Ms Letizia Moratti, the Education Minister, declared that “if  a young person
studies English for thirteen years he/she is bound to reach a mother tongue level of  proficiency”.
(4) http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-
2009-0162+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
